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Chapter One

 


“Hello, my name is Riley, and I am addicted
to sexy lingerie.” Riley Carter steeled herself to walk past
Fredrick’s of Hollywood without spending next week’s paycheck. She
kept her stride long and even, moving along with the Miracle Mile
crowd in the oppressive Las Vegas heat. With every step,
disappointment crushed her internal lingerie junkie.

“Keep moving, Riley,” she told herself. But
then she made a tactical error. She glanced at the store’s window
and saw four big red letters dooming her to a month of tap water
and peanut butter sandwiches: SALE.

The mother ship was calling her home.

Riley peeked over each shoulder, scanning the
crowd for familiar faces before tucking her head and making a sharp
right into the store.

“Senorita Carter,” Javier, the doorman, said
as she entered the store. “We’ve missed you. Where’ve you
been?”

Heat blasted her cheeks. She’d failed in her
attempts to break her slightly naughty and very secret little
addiction. She had made some progress, though. It had been
twenty-six days, two hours and—she glanced at her watch—five
minutes since she’d fed her inner vixen. In that time, she hadn’t
bought a single bustier, teddy, or lacey panty. “It hasn’t been
that long,” she said, but it had felt like an eternity. So what?
She had a lingerie addiction. She lived in Sin City, where people
came to feed old addictions—and find new ones. In comparison,
lingerie was harmless—though an old-fashioned crack habit might
have been cheaper.

“Big sale today,” Javier was saying, but
she’d already zeroed in on the sale racks, mentally calculating her
budget.

To her right, a mannequin wore a black
leather bustier with red piping and matching corset laces—not a
sale item. She wondered if Chaz would approve of it—or of any of
the hundreds of naughty-but-never-worn items in her collection. She
imagined the leather hugging the underside of her breasts, leaving
the tops exposed. She had a pair of red stilettos that would look
fabulous with—

Focus, Riley!

She narrowed in on the deep discount sale
bins. Thirty seconds later, she was elbow deep in thongs, garter
belts and crotchless panties.

She studied a vibrant pink pair of the latter
and bit her lip. Though her collection would put the famed Victoria
and all of her secrets to shame, she’d yet to indulge in this
particular variety of naughtiness. What was the point? Crotchless
panties were for women who had illicit rendezvous in restaurant
bathrooms or the backs of limos. They were for women whose
boyfriends were so hot for them they couldn’t wait the
two-point-five seconds required for panty removal.

In short, they were for hoo-haws that saw
more sex than a hotel room above a twenty-four-hour wedding chapel
on the Strip.

Riley sighed and fingered the lace tie at the
panty’s hip. A smile curved her lips as she remembered the text
Chaz sent her that morning.

I miss you. Are you available for dinner?

She hadn’t gotten a chance to answer him
before her cell had gone missing. Chaz was the kind of guy she’d
always wanted. He was courteous and gracious, and her father loved
him. Like Riley, Chaz worked for her father’s empire: Carter Hotels
and Entertainment. He understood the demands of the business.

“Black lace would be a better contrast
against your fair skin,” someone said behind her.

Riley jumped and dropped the panties. Cheeks
ablaze, she looked up.

“But I like the style. I could definitely see
you in something like that.” Charlie Singleton—the face of
professional poker—stood before her wearing Ray-Bans and a
come-hither smile that made her insides do a little Snoopy dance.
Eyes concealed by his ever-present shades, the only sign of his
approving once-over was slight tilt of his head and the
Machiavellian smile twisting his lips. Damn it all, but he made her
skin tingle.

Riley’s Inner Naughty Girl practically
purred. Charlie would like the black leather bustier.

Of course he would. Charlie liked women—in
clothes, in lingerie, out of clothes, out of lingerie. From what
she’d seen, he didn’t discriminate. Heck, he probably made eyes at
the old ladies who took up residence in front of the slots at the
Bellagio. It was his special talent. He made every woman feel like
the only one in the room. Or, at least, the only one who
mattered.

“I’m just…I’m just picking something up for
my friend,” she stammered.

Charlie’s broad chest shook with his silent
laugh. “Isn’t that the excuse I’m supposed to use?”

Riley pulled her shoulders back and stuck out
her chin. “No, I don’t imagine you’d use an excuse at all. Instead,
you’d tell me that you were looking for something skimpy for your
latest supermodel conquest. Then you’d probably try to get me to
help you pick it out.”

He cocked his head, thoughtful, then, with a
shrug, nodded. “I guess that’s a fair assessment. So, we’ve covered
that I’m only here because I’m a womanizing cad.” His smile let her
know he wasn’t displeased by the conclusion. “What about you? Is
this a secret side of Riley I’ve been missing out on?”

Good gracious! She needed Charlie Singleton
knowing about her lingerie addiction like she needed a hole in the
head.

With a sigh, Riley snuck a glance at the pink
panties she’d dropped into the bin. Damn, Charlie! She was going to
have to walk away empty-handed now. Her Inner Naughty Girl
whimpered.

She shot Charlie a glare she hoped was
withering.

He shook his head and pulled off his
sunglasses, giving her a full view of his rarely-revealed ice blue
eyes. She wished he’d put them back on.

Charlie had this unsettling habit of looking
at her like she was a triple chocolate ice cream cone with a single
drip running down the side—a look that worried her as much as it
turned her on.

“I’m glad to see you, Riley,” he said,
flashing that signature smile again. “I’ve been thinking about
you.” He eyed the discount bin. “And I can’t say I mind the
circumstances.”

She nodded, pretending that smile didn’t turn
her insides to goo, pretending part of her hadn’t been counting
down the days until next week’s thirtieth annual Grand Escape
Resort and Casino’s National Poker Tournament. Since her father’s
hotel hosted the tournament, it meant guaranteed face time with Mr.
Two Scoop Sundae.

She liked to look at Charlie. She liked the
way he looked at her. Liked the way her belly flip-flopped when he
entered a room. What was the harm in that? It wasn’t as though she
planned to do anything about it.

“Have you seen your sister yet?” she asked,
groping for a subject safer than lingerie or even why he might have
been thinking about her. Riley’s roommate, Lacey, was Charlie’s
sister. Charlie had moved to L.A. as a teen and still kept a home
there, but he was in Vegas often enough for poker tournaments that
he and his sister remained close.

Charlie shook his head. “Just got in.”

And Fredrick’s was his first stop? Further
evidence that Charlie was capital B, capital N, Bad News. Riley
sighed and stole a final glance at the panties. Adieu, my
friend. We could have been great together. “Well, I’ll let her
know. I lost my phone this morning and she’s meeting me to help me
pick out a new one.” In fact, she was supposed to be on her way
right now. Not shopping for lingerie with Charlie
No-Other-Man-Will-Ever-Measure-Up Singleton.

Charlie looped his finger under the ribbon of
the panties he’d caught Riley holding. He lifted them from the bin.
“On second thought,” he murmured, “the vibrant pink would look good
with your dark hair.”

Riley covered her face. “Oh. My. God. You did
not just say that.”

“What?” He pulled away her hand.

“I don’t want you thinking about my hair
down there,” she whispered.

Charlie chuckled. “Who said anything about
down there?” He shifted his gaze to the panties and, upon
spotting their special feature, broadened his smile. “Well, I’ll be
damned. You’re a little kinky, aren’t you?”

She slapped at his hand, trying to make him
drop the offending panties. “They’re not for me,” she seethed. “I
have a friend who...who...” What? Had a medical need for crotchless
panties? Bluffing had never been Riley’s strength. “She’s getting
married.”

He cocked a brow. “Honey, married women don’t
wear panties like these. These are reserved for wild single chicks,
or...” He studied her for a beat. Raised a brow. “...good girls
with a secret naughty side?”

One of the saleswomen approached. “How are
you today, Miss Carter? Is there anything we can get for you?”

Riley cringed. She wanted to peek at
Charlie—did he notice the saleswoman calling her by name?—but she
was too nervous. There were plenty of reasons they might know
her…

“I saw you noticing the black leather
bustier,” the woman continued. “I’ll be honest, I thought of you
when it came in. I thought, ‘Miss Carter would just swoon
for this!’ And I was right, wasn’t I? We even have a matching red
leather thong. I tucked back a set in your size so we wouldn’t sell
out before you made it in. I know how you like me to do that.”

“Um...” Riley wished she could disappear.
“No, thanks, I don’t think that’s what I’ll be getting my
friend.” She risked a glance at Charlie.

The saleswoman frowned.

Charlie was studying Riley now, but at least
that damn smirk was gone. “She’ll take it,” he said, never taking
his eyes off Riley’s face.

The saleswoman’s smile returned. “Great,” she
said before bouncing away.

“I’m not going to let you buy me lingerie,
Charlie,” Riley said, but her eyes were glued to the bustier on
display, and Inner Naughty Girl was damn near salivating over the
thought of her next fix.

Time she accept the facts: if she was going
to kick this addiction, she needed professional help—something she
should have recognized around the time she’d nicknamed her secret
wild side her ING.

“Don’t be a spoil sport, Ry,” Charlie said,
his voice soft.

Riley chewed on her lip and tore her eyes
away from the bustier to look at Charlie. ING purred again.
Apparently she liked Charlie even more than she liked
lingerie—precisely why she couldn’t be trusted.

“I see the way you look at that bustier.”

“It’s fine leather craftsmanship,” she said,
forcing a shrug. “I appreciate the work.”

With a smile, he lowered his voice. “Honey,
look at me like you’re looking at that get-up, and I’ll buy you the
whole damn store.” He winked and her insides shimmied.

The rational part of her brain stepped
forward, and she thumped him on the arm. “Stop coming on to
me.”

He cocked his head. “Why?”

“Because I’m...” That was a good question.
Why?

Right. Chaz. Remember Chaz, she
lectured herself. “I’m seeing someone.”

“Ah,” Charlie said, sliding his glasses back
on and hiding those hypnotic blue eyes. “And you don’t want to be
thinking of me when you wear it for him?”

“No!”

“You won’t think of me?”

“I won’t wear it for him,” she said through
her teeth.

He raised a brow. “Because...he prefers
satin?”

“I’m not going to wear it at all,” she
seethed. “Chaz doesn’t need me to dress in outrageous lingerie.
He’s very...respectable.”

Charlie wrinkled his nose. “I’m sorry. Do you
want me to talk to him about that?”

“Why would I—? No!” Why did she always let
him do this to her? All he had to do was walk in a room and she
turned into a frazzled, driveling idiot.

And—more to the point—why did she seem to
enjoy it?

Charlie strode to the counter where the
saleswoman was ringing up the bustier.

Riley swallowed. She could practically feel
the leather now. What would it hurt, really, letting him buy her a
little something? They were friends. Wasn’t that what friends
did?

Where was her reasonable self when she needed
her?

You left her out on the sidewalk, Riley,
right next to your dignity.

Charlie pulled out his credit card, and Riley
groped at the last thread of her willpower. “Don’t waste your
money.”

His gaze traveled slowly up her body, inch by
inch. Her thighs clenched and her nipples tightened. “Trust me,
it’s no waste,” he said, his voice rough and low. “And if you ever
need someone to wear it for—”

He didn’t get a chance to finish because the
man behind them in line tapped him on the shoulder.

Saved by the tourist.

Charlie turned around. “Can I help you?”

“Hey, man, are you Charlie Singleton, the
professional poker player?”

Charlie smiled and offered his hand. “I sure
am.”

The man pulled a rolled up manila envelope
from his back pocket and slapped it into Charlie’s open palm. “Mr.
Singleton, you’ve been served.”

 


***

 


Charlie stayed behind when Riley left
Fredrick’s. Only after she was gone did he turn back to the woman
who’d rung up Riley’s bustier. He gave her the sweetest smile he
could muster, given the circumstances.

Her eyes drifted south…and landed on the
manila envelope. If she was wondering what the hell he’d been
served for, she could take a number. “Can I help you?”

“You sure can. I was hoping you could tell me
where Angela Rollins’ office is?”

It didn’t take genius to figure out Angela
had set him up. Her voicemail had been so sweet, he should have
guessed she covering something vile.

Hey, Charlie, it’s Angela. Yeah, remember
from high school? Good times! Listen, I was hoping to see you when
you’re in town for the tournament. I’m the manager at Fredrick’s on
the Miracle Mile. Stop by.

Such an innocent voicemail, and he’d been
half excited about reliving some good old days with her. Apparently
he’d forgotten Angela’s middle name was Manipulative. He
didn’t know what he’d just been served with, but he knew he had
Angela to thank.

“May I tell her who’s asking?”

“Just say her old friend Charlie is here. I’m
sure she’ll want to see me.”

The girl nodded and picked up her phone. “Ms.
Rollins? A man by the name of Charlie is here to see you?” With a
nod, she hung up the phone. “Follow me?”

The narrow hallway behind the front counter
led to a small office with a placard reading, Angela Rollins,
Manager. Go figure, she hadn’t lied about everything.

“Come on in, Charlie,” Angela called from
behind a big mahogany desk. She was tall and lithe, just as he
remembered her, but she had a little age on her face now, and
cynicism showed in the features framed by her stick-straight black
bob.

“What is this about?” he said, holding up the
manila envelope.

She smirked. “I see they found you.”

“And I suppose I have you to thank for that?
What the hell, Angela? I haven’t seen you in sixteen years and you
call out of the blue and ask me to meet you at your store so you
can have me served? And why the hell didn’t you try a
fucking phone call first?”

She pushed back from her desk and smoothed
down her skirt. “My lawyer thought it would be best to let the
courts handle this. Since they couldn’t catch you at the hotel,
thanks to the limited access to that fancy suite, we thought this
might work just as well.”

“And, what, may I ask, is this about?”

She picked up her purse and slung it over her
shoulder. “Listen, I don’t want this to be ugly. I just want it to
be over. If you have any questions, you can call my lawyer.” She
handed him a slick beige business card and motioned him out of the
office.

He begrudgingly stepped out and watched her
as she locked up.

She turned around and ran her gaze over
him—up, down, and slowly up again. “You look good, Charlie. I hope
when this all settles, we can go for a drink and put this all
behind us.”

He watched her walk out the back exit before
looking at the card in his hand.
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Chapter Two

 


Riley stared at her new phone and frowned. “I
really don’t think I needed anything this high tech.” She opened
the door to the apartment she and Lacey shared. Jaws, her
bichon-poo, hopped off the couch and made a beeline for her.

Lacey laughed. “Ry, that’s not high tech.
It’s just a standard smart phone.”

Riley wrinkled her nose. “It has an MP3
player, a camera, and a full keyboard.” She dropped her bags on the
couch and crouched to greet the dog who instantly rolled on his
back for a belly rub. “And I don’t need my phone to check my
e-mail. I have a computer for that.”

“Your dog is such a man-whore,” Lacey
said.

Riley rubbed Jaws’ tummy, and crooned, “She’s
so mean,” but she didn’t deny it. She looked up at Lacey. “I just
think I need something simpler.”

“It’s pretty standard stuff these days. Did
no one welcome you to the twenty-first century?” She grinned. “Just
wait. You’re going to love having your work calendar sync right up
with that puppy. Once you’re Grand Escape’s General Manager, you’ll
love having your e-mail at your fingertips.”

Riley studied the phone again, a sleek little
chrome number the guy at the counter swore would be her new crack
cocaine—was that supposed to be a selling point? “If I get
the position. I had to put in an application like everyone
else.”

“You’ll get it!” Lacey said, tossing her
purse on the counter. “You’ll be the best GM Grand Escape has ever
had.”

“I hope you’re right,” Riley muttered. She
shook her head, trying to toss thoughts of work to the side. “I
need to figure out how to program my numbers into this phone before
dinner.” She walked across the living room and pulled her address
book from her desk, leaving Jaws behind to beg for attention from
Lacey.

“Wow,” Lacey said, pulling the ball of
apricot fur into her arms. “I didn’t know anyone still had one of
those.”

“Good thing I do.”

“Yeah, I guess so. It’s just a pain because
if you hadn’t lost your old phone, they could have synched them and
loaded all your numbers into the new phone for you.”

Riley shook her head. “If I hadn’t lost my
old phone, I wouldn’t have bought the new phone.”

Lacey rolled her eyes. “Ry, it was the size
of my purse and it didn’t even have a camera.”

“I never had to worry about misplacing it.”
She frowned. “Until I did. And who the heck decided phones should
double as cameras?”

“Someone who understood the hidden potential
of phone sex. You needed to upgrade.”

“Yeah, well I guess it’s good that today’s
trip to Fredrick’s was on your brother,” Riley mumbled.

“Here, give me that. I’ll be able to program
it way faster than—” She stopped and her big blue eyes rounded.
“Wait. What did you just say?”

“I ran into Charlie at Fredrick’s of
Hollywood.” Just talking about him made her lips tug into a grin.
Dear God, she was pathetic.

“You did?”

“I know I said I wasn’t going to shop there
anymore, but they were having a sale and—”

Lacey’s swatted her arm. “I don’t care about
why you were in there! A girl deserves pretty things.”

Riley rolled her eyes. “I don’t need a whole
closet full of lingerie though.”

“Who cares? God knows if I were about to come
into the amount of fat cash you are, I’d have twenty maxed out
credit cards and a different pair of panties for every day of the
year. I want to know why my brother was buying you
underwear!”

Riley ignored Lacey’s assumption that she was
even interested in the “fat cash.” At thoughts of Charlie, she put
her hand over her face. “Oh, God, it was embarrassing! And not
underwear, no, nothing that innocuous.”

“What’d he buy you?” Lacey’s gaze shot to the
nondescript, eco-friendly canvas shopping bag on the couch. “Is it
in there?”

But before Riley could respond, Lacey was
pulling out sexy, sexy leather and Riley’s ING was squirming
impatiently, saying, Let me try it on. Now!

Lacey’s jaw dropped. “Oh. My. God. This is so
hot.” She laid it out on the back of the couch and looked at Riley.
“Do I even want to know why my brother bought this for you?”
She smiled. “Charlie’s always been sweet on you. If he weren’t my
brother, I’d tell you to go act like the young woman you are and
have a wild affair.”

Riley thumped her friend’s arm. “I’m with
Chaz.”

“What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas,” Lacey
said with a shrug.

“Yeah, but I have to live here.” Riley looked
at her watch. “Listen, speaking of Chaz, will you really program
that for me? I’m going out with him tonight, and he gets irritated
if I answer unimportant calls when we’re together.”

Lacey rolled her eyes. “What do you see in
him, anyway?”

Riley shrugged, dropping the address book on
the end table. “He’s a nice guy.” She headed for the bathroom to
get ready.

Lacey scoffed. “Riley, hon, I love you, and
if this is who you want to be with, I’ll shut my mouth, but you
seem awfully serious about this guy and you’ve never even played
the field.”

Riley plugged in her straightening iron to
warm, then climbed into the shower. “What?”

“I’m afraid you’re with Chaz for the wrong
reasons,” Lacey said over the sound of the spray.

Riley’s jaw dropped. “Like what?” She peeked
around the shower curtain.

Lacey was sitting on the bathroom counter,
address book on her lap, cell phone in her hand. Riley had known
Lacey since after college when they’d both needed roommates to save
a little cash. Shortly after they’d moved in together, Riley had
gotten Lacey a job at the front desk of Grand Escape. Living and
working together, the two bonded quickly, but never in all that
time had Lacey said anything so blatantly disapproving of her
relationship with Chaz. “How can you say that?”

Lacey shrugged. “Riley, he’s your dad’s
favorite employee. Don’t you think that influences your feelings
for him more than a little?”

She closed the curtain again and shampooed
her hair. “That’s not fair. My father likes him, but that’s not why
I like him.”

Riley could hear Lacey’s dramatic sigh over
the shower. She thought she heard her mumble, “I don’t know why
else you would.”

Riley closed her eyes under the pounding
water and sighed. Chaz was a good guy. He would make a good
husband. A good partner in the successful life they both wanted. “I
think you just don’t know him as well as I do,” she muttered,
trying—and failing—to keep the pout out of her voice.

“You’re probably right. Don’t be upset. The
stuff with Charlie just…had me thinking.”

Riley turned off the water, then grabbed a
towel. She wouldn’t be angry with Lacey because Lacey had no way of
knowing Chaz was so good to her. If anything, this was Riley’s
fault because when she did talk to Lacey about her love life, it
was usually to complain about the sex—something it was time she
took into her own hands. She’d been complaining that things between
her and Chaz were a little bland, but she had a spice cabinet,
didn’t she?

Chaz was a great catch and she’d be foolish
to let him slip by.

Wrapping the towel under her arms, Riley
stepped out of the shower.

“I’ll get out of your way,” Lacey said,
hopping off the counter.

“He’s good for me,” Riley whispered when she
was alone. But what about me? her Inner Naughty Girl asked.
Riley sighed as she reached for her hairdryer and brush.

Her father was retiring at the end of the
month. He would still be involved in making the major company
decisions, but later this week he would announce whom he would
leave in charge to be the General Manager of Grand Escape. Riley
hoped he would name her, and with Chaz by her side, they would
eventually run Carter Hotels and Entertainment in a way that made
her father proud.

Chunk by chunk, she dried her hair with a
round brush, taming the dark curls with each stroke.

“There!” Lacey called from the living room.
“Your phone is all programmed, and in record time, too. God, I’m
good!”

“Thanks, Lacey,” Riley said, taking the flat
iron to her hair now. “I owe you one.”

Sure, Chaz didn’t make her heart pound like a
certain poker player. But she didn’t feel safe with guys like
Charlie Singleton. She never knew what would happen next when she
was around them. When she was with Chaz, she didn’t have to worry
about life spinning out of her control. She always knew what would
happen next.

“I’m sorry for what I said about Chaz,” Lacey
said, strolling into the bathroom and placing Riley’s phone on the
sink. “I guess I just worry because I know you’re not completely—”
she smirked “—satisfied in that relationship.”

In the mirror, Riley watched the blush seep
into her cheeks. “I’m going to work on that. Don’t worry about
me.”

Lacey twisted a lock of her blond hair,
studying Riley. “Maybe you should send him a suggestive text. That
should be gas on the fire.”

Right. Chaz sexting. Riley couldn’t see it
and raised an eyebrow to let Lacey know as much.

Lacey shrugged. “Just an idea,” she said,
turning to leave.

“Hey, Lace, do you know any reason Charlie
would have been served with court papers?”

 


***

 


Charlie watched his sister take a long drink
of her red wine and ignored the pap member snapping pictures from
the corner of the dimly lit restaurant. As soon as the asshole did
a little fact-checking and discovered the long-legged blonde across
the table was Charlie’s sister, not his latest love interest, the
pictures would go in the trash and Charlie would be old news
again.

“What are you going to do?” Lacey asked.

“Call my lawyer?” The manila envelope had
held a subpoena for paternity testing. Paternity testing.
The words still made him flinch.

After sixteen years, Angela wanted to prove
her child was Charlie’s. Charlie didn’t need to ask, “Why now?” He
knew. Charlie had been a nobody when he and Angela had been fooling
around. A nobody with no connections and no future. Apparently,
winning a handful of national poker tourneys made him a
somebody in Angela’s eyes, and now—like everybody else he’d
ever shared a meal with—she wanted a piece of his checking account.
Would she have bothered if she’d known that checking account was
rapidly dwindling, right alongside Charlie’s future in professional
poker?

“I don’t really see what other options I
have.”

Lacey swatted his hand, making his beer slosh
out of his glass. “Don’t be a jerk, Charlie.”

He slid his sunglasses down his nose and
narrowed his eyes at her. “Excuse me?”

Lacey rolled her eyes. “Just because Angela
wants to pull out the big guns doesn’t mean you have to. What about
the kid? What does he think about all this?”

“Hell if I know. Angela wasn’t exactly
forthcoming with information.”

Lacey nodded. “Yeah, I remember her from high
school. I never did know what you saw in her.”

Charlie chuckled. “Long legs and sexual
aptitude.”

“Jesus. Real mature.”

He lifted his hands. “What do you want? I was
sixteen years old. I hadn’t developed the depth of character I have
today.”

She snorted. “Speaking of your ‘depth,’ I saw
what you bought my roommate. That was about as subtle as
skywriting, Smooth. I suppose just asking her to dinner hadn’t
occurred to you?”

Charlie’s lip twitched. “That stuff’s for
amateurs. I have skills that are much more effective than that old
fashioned crap.”

Lacey didn’t look convinced. She leaned back
in her chair and crossed her arms, giving him a visual once-over.
“Well, the outfit’s hot, I’ll give you that, but she still went out
with her boy Chaz right after she got home, so I wouldn’t be so
sure of your ‘skills.’”

“Yeah, she mentioned him. What’s his story,
anyway?”

“He’s her daddy’s Golden Boy. Like Riley, he
assists Carter with running the hotels, but mostly he manages the
string of sleazy clubs Carter owns.”

Charlie raised a brow. “I heard the Black
Diamond clubs were some of the classier in town.”

Lacey snorted. “You can put lipstick on a
pig, but it’s still a strip club.”

“So, this guy, he has Daddy’s approval. How
serious are they?”

“They’re not engaged yet, but Riley’s been
seeing him for a couple years now. Personally, I think the only
reason he hasn’t popped the question is that he wants to fuck
around, and that will be more difficult with a ring on his finger.
Sooner or later, though, he’s gonna ask. He’s a lot less interested
in Riley than he is in her trust fund.”

Charlie shook his head. “I don’t trust any
man who doesn’t like lingerie.”

Lacey was silent for a beat, her attention on
Tall, Dark, and Handsome at the bar. “So, what are you going to
do?”

“It’s too early to show my hand, but I’ll pay
to see the flop.”

Lacey rolled her eyes. “In English,
please?”

“Riley’s cute, and if this guy hasn’t made
things official—especially if he’s screwing around—”

“I don’t know that for a fact.”

Charlie shrugged. Lacey wasn’t the type to
indulge in idle gossip. If she suspected something, there was
probably some truth to it—truth Charlie just might be able to bring
to the surface. “I see no reason why I should back down,” he
said.

It’d be different if Riley weren’t attracted
to Charlie, but he knew that look she got in her eyes when he was
around. He wasn’t sure what kind of hand Chaz was holding, but if
Riley’s eyes on his body were any indication, Charlie was
the one with pocket aces.

“Interesting. What about the kid?”

Shit. He didn’t know.

A sour taste filled his mouth. He wouldn’t
let the kid be used as a pawn in some scheme. “I have money.”
Some. For now. “If I’m really the kid’s father, she can have
it.”

Lacey leaned forward and glared at him.
“Aren’t you missing a possibility here?”

He frowned. “What’s that?”

“You could be more than a sperm donor. You
could be the boy’s dad.”

 


***

 


“I had a fantastic time tonight,” Chaz said,
brushing a lock of hair from Riley’s face.

She leaned against the stairwell wall outside
her apartment, and his dark eyes met hers. Nice eyes—warm and
comforting. But her mind drifted to a different set of eyes. Icy
blue and dangerous eyes.

“It was nice,” she murmured.

Stop thinking about Charlie! Maybe she
was thinking about him because they had the same name: Charles.
Charles Singleton and Charles Spencer—if her brain linked them,
that was perfectly understandable, nothing to feel guilty
about.

Chaz also looked a little like Charlie. They
were both tall with dark hair and nice builds. She smiled at Chaz
and gave him an appraising look. His body was good. It was...fine.
But he looked about as much like Charlie as a veggie burger looked
like the real, juicy thing. Sure, there were similarities, and at a
quick glance one could be mistaken for the other. But the truth
was, each promised an entirely different kind of experience.

“You keep looking at me like that and I won’t
make it home tonight,” Chaz said with a smile.

“I’m just thinking about how much I enjoy
being with you.”

He leaned in for a kiss and she tilted her
chin up and opened her mouth to him.

She wished his hint that he might stay over
stirred something more in her. The truth was, Chaz wasn’t a very
exciting lover. He was practical and didn’t stray off course. He
was...efficient.

Charlie Singleton might make a girl wonder
what he would do with his mouth, but this was Chaz. Chaz was kind.
Honest. The kind of man you could be proud of. The kind of man you
marry and want to father your children. He was successful and
stable and . . .

He put his thumb under her chin and slipped
his tongue into her mouth, tasting of mineral water and juicy
fruit, and Riley thought, He’s lower in cholesterol.

She giggled against his lips.

Chaz pulled away and frowned. “Something
wrong?”

She bit her lip, trying to stop the laughter
bubbling there, but it just kept spilling out. “My mind is
somewhere else.”

“Well, then.”

Crap, now he was scowling. She was pretty
sure making her date scowl at the door was not the way to add the
spice she was looking for.

“Listen, I’m really sorry.”

“It’s fine,” he said, but neither his tense
shoulders nor his telling glance at his watch had her
convinced.

“No, it’s not. I’m sorry. Why don’t you come
in?” She opened the door but was too embarrassed to take her
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